SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR 
SEARCHING AN EXTENDED DATABASE 

[0001] This application claims priority to U.S. Provisional Application 60/491,507, 

filed July 31, 2003, which is hereby incorporated by reference. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 
[0002] The present invention relates to the field of search engines. In particular, the 

present invention relates to a system and method for providing improved search results by 
searching an extended index server. 

DESCRIPTION OF RELATED ART 
[0003] Most people searching the World Wide Web (WWW) use a search engine. 

These search engines are designed to help locate information stored on Web sites. Most, if 
not all, search engines search the WWW for one or more terms, keep an index of the terms 
they find and where they find them, and allow users to look for terms found in the index. A 
term is any word or group of words, such as a phrase or a combination of one or more words 
or phrases, that is treated as a unit when searching for documents containing the term. 
[0004] To index the billions of Web pages that exist on the WWW, a search engine's 

"web crawler" locates and downloads Web pages (sometimes herein called documents). 
Indexing modules or engines in the search engine process the downloaded documents, 
creating an index of terms found in those documents. In some embodiments, the indexing 
modules may ignore insignificant terms, may create index entries for predefined terms, and 
may include in the index information about where in the document each indexed term is 
located. 

[0005] The index created by the search engine can be used to identify documents that 

contain one or more terms, often called a search query. To search for documents on a 
particular subject, a user enters or otherwise specifies a search query, which includes one or 
more terms, and submits the search query to the search engine. The search engine then 
searches its index to identify documents that contain the terms specified by the search query. 
If the index contains a very large number of documents that satisfy the search query, for 
example, more than ten thousand documents (or any other suitable threshold), the search 
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engine may utilize various mechanisms to truncate the search or to otherwise limit the 
number of document identifiers returned by the index search. In any case, each document 
located by the search engine in response to the search query (excluding those documents 
which satisfy the query but are not included in the search results) is given a score, otherwise 
known as the "query score" based on the occurrence of the search terms within the document 
as well as the document's page rank. A search result listing the located documents ordered by 
query score is then presented to the user. In other words, the documents with the best (e.g., 
highest) query scores are presented first in the search result listing, followed by documents 
having a lower query score. In addition, it should be understood that the search result listing 
generally includes a listing of documents that satisfy the search query, not the documents 
themselves. The search query listing will typically include for each listed document a title or 
other identifying information extracted from the document, a link (sometimes called a 
hyperlink or anchor tag) to the document, and a "snippet" of text from the document to help 
the user decide whether to view the document. 

[0006] It is noted that many search engines only index a portion of the WWW. 

Typically, the indexed portion is very large and satisfies most search queries. However, some 
search queries will locate few or no documents when searching indexes that cover most, but 
not all, of the WWW. Accordingly, it would be desirable to provide a system and method 
that searches the remainder of the WWW where few or no results are obtained when 
searching the standard indexes. 

SUMMARY 

[0007] A document search system includes a plurality of standard search engines, 

each having a local instance of a standard index of documents and an extended index of 
documents. Each of the standard search engines includes search logic configured to search 
the standard index of documents based on a respective search query, and to receive a signal 
based on the searching of the standard index. Each index server also includes extended logic, 
activated when the received signal meets predefined criteria, and configured to search the 
extended index based on the respective search query to obtain extended search results from 
the extended index. Each index server additionally includes an interface to transmit at least a 
portion of the extended search result. 

[0008] In an extended search method, search queries are received at each of a plurality 
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of standard search engines. Each search engine has a local instance of a standard index of 
documents. At each of the standard search engines, the standard index of documents is 
searched based on a respective received search query. A signal is subsequently received 
based on the searching of the standard index. For example, the signal can include an 
indication whether only a few search results were obtained from searching the standard index. 
When the received signal meets predefined criteria, a shared extended index is searched based 
on the respective received search query to obtain extended search results. At least a portion 
of the extended search results are transmitted to the user who submitted the search query. 
The shared extended index is shared by the plurality of standard search engines. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
[0009] For a better understanding of the nature and objects of the invention, reference 

should be made to the following detailed description, taken in conjunction with the 
accompanying drawings, in which: 

[0010] Figure 1 illustrates an embodiment of a search engine system; 

[0011] Figure 2 A is a block diagram of one of the mixers shown in Figure 1 ; 

[0012] Figure 2B is a block diagram of one of the extended balancers shown in Figure 

2A; 

[0013] Figure 2C is a schematic diagram of a system for more efficiently searching 

the extended index server; 

[0014] Figures 3A-3D are a flow chart of a method for performing an extended 

search; and 

[0015] Figure 4 is a flow chart of another method for performing an extended search. 

[0016] Like reference numerals refer to corresponding parts throughout the several 

views of the drawings. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS 
[0017] Figure 1 illustrates an embodiment of a search engine system 100. It should be 

appreciated that the layout of the search engine system 100 is merely exemplary and may take 
on any other suitable layout or configuration. The search system 100 is used to search an 
index of documents, such as the billions of Web pages or other documents indexed by 
modern search engines. 
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[0018] The search engine system 100 includes multiple datacenters 104 housing a 

standard backend 105. The datacenters 104 are generally widely dispersed from one another, 
such as throughout the continental United States. Search queries submitted by users to the 
search engine system are routed to an appropriate datacenter 104, based on current load, 
geographic locality, whether that datacenter is operating, etc. 

[0019] Each standard backend 105 preferably includes multiple query servers 102 that 

are coupled to a network (not shown). The network is preferably the Internet, but may also be 
any local area network (LAN), wide area network (WAN), or the like. In a preferred 
embodiment, each query server 102 is a Web server that receives search requests and delivers 
search results in the form of web pages via HTTP, XML, or similar protocols. Alternatively, 
if a query server 102 is used within a LAN, i.e., internally and not by the public, it may be an 
intranet server. In essence, the query servers 102 are configured to control the search process, 
including searching various index servers, analyzing and formatting the search results, etc. 
[0020] Each datacenter 104 also preferably includes multiple mixers 108 coupled to 

the multiple query servers 102. Each of the multiple mixers is preferably coupled to a cache 
110, multiple standard partitions 106, and multiple standard document servers 114. Each 
mixer 108 is configured to receive requests from a query server 102 and transmit the requests 
to the cache 110, the standard partitions 106, or the standard document servers 114. The 
cache 1 10 is used to speed up searches by temporarily storing previously located search 
results. In some embodiments the cache 110 includes both high speed memory and disk 
storage for storing cache search results. In some embodiments, the cache 1 10 is distributed 
over multiple cache servers. Furthermore, in some embodiments, the data (search results) in 
the cache 1 10 is replicated in a parallel set of cache servers. Providing more than one copy of 
the cache data provides both fault tolerance and improved throughput. 
[0021] Search results are stored and removed from the cache 1 10 by any suitable 

storage method, such as first in first out (FIFO), last in first out (LIFO), or the like. For each 
cached search query, the cache preferably stores a search query identifier {e.g. a hash value 
generated by applying a one way hash function to a normalized form of the query); an ordered 
list of document identifiers for documents that satisfy the search query; and parameters of the 
corresponding search result. In some embodiments, each cache entry for storing a cached 
search result includes a valid bit for indicating whether the entry currently stores a valid 
search result. The cache 110 responds to the mixer with an indication of whether the search 
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results for the specified query are contained in the cache. If so, the mixer 108 receives those 
search results (or an appropriate subset of the search results) for returning to the sender of the 
search query. 

[0022] Some cache result entries also include portions of documents, such as the 

snippets of a subset of the documents identified by the document identifiers in the cache 
entry. The portions of documents are the portions to be displayed to a query requester, to help 
the user to determine whether to select the document for viewing. In some embodiments, the 
document portions are stored in a location (e.g., a memory or disk location) identified by a 
pointer in the cached search result entry. The document portions may be organized as a list, 
and may contain document portions for only a small portion of the documents identified by 
the document identifiers. For example, the document portions may comprise document 
portions for one or more "pages of results", where each page of results includes document 
portions for N (e.g., 15, or more generally 10 to 50) documents. However, some cached 
search results need not include document portions. In some embodiments document portions 
are not stored in the cache. Instead, the document portions are generated in response to each 
search query and are not stored in the cache. In some embodiments, the document portions 
are stored in a separate cache data structure from the index results. 

[0023] If the search results for the specified search query are not stored in the cache 

110, the mixer 108 sends a normalized search query to the standard partitions 106. Each 
standard partition 106 includes a standard balancer 112 and a set of standard index servers 
116. In some embodiments, each partition includes multiple standard balancers 112, but it is 
easier to first explain the operation of a partition 106 having a single balancer 1 12, and to 
then explain use of multiple standard balancers 1 12 in each partition 106. Conceptually, the 
standard document index (which may be considered to be the main document index of the 
search engine system 100) is divided into partitions, called document index partitions, and 
each of the document index partitions is divided into sub-partitions. The function of each 
standard balancer 1 16 is to coordinate work by the standard index servers 1 16 in its partition 
106. The function of each standard index server 1 16 is to search one or more sub-partitions 
of the document index for the terms in a search query and to produce a list of documents that 
satisfy the search query. The number of sub-partitions of the document index serviced by 
each standard index server 116 may vary, and is preferably between one and eight. 
[0024] Each standard balancer 1 12 is preferably coupled to all the standard index 
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servers 1 16 in its partition 106. Each standard balancer 1 12 is configured to forward the 
search query to all of the standard index servers 1 16 to which it is coupled; receive lists of 
search results from the standard index servers 116; collate the results; and forward the 
collated results to the mixer 108. In a preferred embodiment, there are multiple partitions 106 
and multiple index servers 116 are used in each partition 106 because of the sheer volume of 
documents listed in the search engine's index. Since each partition stores a different portion 
of the overall index, all partitions are sent the search request from the mixer. 
[0025] As noted above, in some embodiments each partition 106 has a plurality of 

standard balancers 112, each of which is coupled to all the standard index servers 1 16 in the 
partition 106. Each search query is sent by the mixer 108 to a single balancer 112 within each 
partition 106. Providing multiple balancers 112 within each partition 106 enables efficient 
processing of high volumes of search queries. In use, any of the balancers for a given 
partition can receive a particular search request and transmit it to the standard index servers 
of that partition. 

[0026] In some embodiments, some or all of the sub-partitions of each partition 1 06 

are replicated, meaning that there are two or more copies of the replicated sub-partitions. In 
some embodiments, the sub-partitions are organized such that a subset of the sub-partitions 
(for each partition 106) index the documents having the highest page ranks of the documents 
in that partition, and only the sub-partitions for the documents having the highest page ranks 
are replicated. Sub-partitions are replicated to improve throughput and to provide fault 
tolerance. In these embodiments, each search query is directed by the balancer to only one 
instance of each sub-partition. 

[0027] The standard search index servers 1 16 are also preferably configured to 

truncate the search, when necessary, so as not to return more than a predefined number of 
documents to the standard balancer 1 12 or mixer 108. In some embodiments, when the 
number of documents found by an index server to satisfy the search query exceeds the 
predefined number P, the search is truncated by selecting the P qualified documents (i.e., that 
satisfy the search query) having the highest page rank or other static measure of relevance for 
a page/document. Page rank is a query independent rank assigned to documents, indicating 
the likely importance of the document without regard to any specific query. In other 
embodiments, the search by each standard index server may be truncated in other ways, or 
alternately the search may not be truncated at all. 
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[0028] Filtering the search results may occur at any level in the system 100. For 

example, the standard balancer 1 12 or the mixer 108 may be configured to remove any 
duplicate entries from the search results received from the various index servers 116, and to 
collate these lists into a single list of search results. In some embodiments, a query score is 
computed by the standard index servers 1 16 for each document identified as satisfying the 
search query, excluding any documents not included in the search results due to search 
truncation. The query score values for the documents in the search results are conveyed to the 
mixer 108 and/or the query server 102, and are used to construct an ordered search results list. 
Once the mixer 108 constructs the ordered search results list, the mixer transmits to the 
standard document servers 114 requests for snippets of an appropriate subset of the 
documents in the ordered search list. For instance, the mixer 108 may request snippets for the 
first fifteen or so of the documents in the ordered search results list. It should, however, be 
appreciated that the search results may be transmitted back to the query server 102, which in 
turn may transmit a request for snippets to the standard document servers 1 1 4 (potentially 
using a different mixer). The standard document servers 114 construct snippets based on the 
search query, and return the snippets to the mixer 108. The mixer then returns a list of 
located documents and snippets back to the query server 102 for onward transmittal to the 
sender of the search query. In some embodiments the mixer also stores the snippets in the 
cache 1 10 so that a subsequent execution of the same search does not require regeneration of 
the snippets. 

[0029] Each of the standard index servers 116 preferably contains an index or 

database that maps terms to corresponding document identifiers. For example, a standard 
index server 116 may include an index or database containing a search term "IEEE" and a list 
of documents, identified by document identifier or URL, in which the term "IEEE" appears. 
[0030] The index or database in each standard index server 1 16 is actually a partition 

or portion of the full standard document index of the standard backend 105. In some 
embodiments, each standard index server 1 16 is configured to store and search a plurality of 
index partitions. In some embodiments, each of the standard index servers 1 16 is 
implemented using a plurality of computers, while in another embodiment each of the 
standard index servers 1 16 is implemented using a single computer. 

[0031] The standard document servers 114 store the documents themselves. Each 

stored document is indexed by a document identifier. The snippets included in the search 
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results returned by the search engine are obtained from the corresponding documents in the 
standard document servers 114. 

[0032] The mixer 108 is also coupled to an extended backend 118. The extended 

backend 1 1 8 is configured for searching and returning search results from an extended index 
of documents. In some embodiments, the large majority of the documents included in 
extended index are documents that are not included in the standard index. Ideally, there is no 
overlap between the standard index and extended index, but in some embodiments a small 
number of documents appear in both indexes. In some embodiments, the documents in the 
extended index are relatively uncommon or obscure documents compared to the documents 
indexed and searched by the standard backend 105. In some embodiments, the documents in 
the extended index, on average, have lower page rank than the documents in the standard 
index. 

[0033] The extended backend 1 1 8 is only searched under certain conditions, as 

described below with reference to Figures 3 A-D and 4. Accordingly, there are far fewer 
extended backends 118 than there are standard backends 105 or datacenters 104. In one 
embodiment, multiple datacenters, each having one or more standard backends 105, utilize a 
single extended backend 118. In another embodiment, multiple datacenters, each having one 
or more standard backends 105, utilize two extended backends 118, thereby providing 
redundancy. In some embodiments, the number of standard backends 1 05 exceeds the 
number of extended backends 1 18 by at least a factor of two, and in some embodiments the 
number of standard backends 105 exceeds the number of extended backends 1 1 8 by at least a 
factor of three. 

[0034] The extended backend 118 preferably includes multiple extended mixers 120 

coupled to the mixers 108. The extended mixers 120 are preferably coupled to an extended 
cache 122, extended partitions 119, and extended document servers 126. Each extended 
partition 119 includes extended balancers 124 that are coupled to one or more extended index 
servers 128. The extended mixer 120, extended cache 122, extended balancers 124, extended 
index servers 128, and extended document servers 126, are similar to the mixer 108, cache 
110, standard balancers 112, standard index servers 116, and standard document servers 114, 
respectively, except, they are used exclusively for searching and returning extended search 
results from documents indexed and/or contained in the extended backend 1 18. In some 
embodiments, the extended balancers 124 have an additional difference, compared to the 
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standard balancers 112, for improving the efficiency of extended searches. This is explained 
in more detail below. 

[0035] Figure 2 A is a block diagram of one of the mixers 1 08 shown in Figure 1 . The 

mixer 108 preferably includes: at least one data processor or central processing unit (CPU) 
204; a memory 218; a communication interface 210 for communicating with the query server 
102 (Figure 1), cache 110 (Figure 1), standard balancers 112 (Figure 1), standard document 
servers 1 14 (Figure 1), and extended mixer 120 (Figure 1); a power source 202 configured to 
be coupled to a source of power; and at least one bus 212 that interconnects these 
components. The mixer 108 may also optionally include one or more user interface devices, 
such as a monitor 208, and a keyboard/ mouse 206. 

[0036] The memory 218 preferably includes high-speed random access memory and 

may include non- volatile memory, such as one or more magnetic disk storage devices. The 
memory 218 preferably stores an operating system 220, such as LINUX, UNIX or 
WINDOWS, that includes procedures for handling basic system services and for performing 
hardware dependent tasks. The memory 218 also preferably stores communication 
procedures 222 used for communicating with the query server 102 (Figure 1), cache 1 10 
(Figure 1), standard balancers 112 (Figure 1), standard document servers 114 (Figure 1), and 
extended mixer 120 (Figure 1). In particular, the communication procedures 222 are used for 
receiving search requests from the query server 102 (Figure 1); transmitting the requests to 
the cache 110 (Figure 1) and the standard balancers 112 (Figure 1); receiving lists of search 
results from the cache 1 10 or the standard balancers 112 (Figure 1); transmitting requests for 
snippets of documents identified in the search results to the appropriate standard document 
servers 1 14 (Figure 1); and returning the search results (or a portion of the search results), 
including a list of located documents and snippets, back to the query server 102 (Figure 1) for 
onward transmittal to the computer or device from which the search request was received, as 
described below in relation to Figures 3 A-3D and 4. A portion of the search results may be 
returned to the query server 102, instead of the entire search results, because the search results 
may include more results (e.g., hundreds of identified documents) than can be conveniently 
returned to the requester. Since the full search results are stored in the cache 110, the cached 
results can be used if the requester submits a request for an additional portion of the search 
results. In some embodiments, the "full search results" are limited to a predefined maximum 
number M (e.g., 1000 or 1500) of search results, and when a search generates a larger number 
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of search results, document identifiers for the M highest ranked (i.e., having the highest query 
scores) results are stored in the corresponding cache entry. 

[0037] The memory 218 also preferably includes: search procedures 224 for 

performing searches of the standard index servers 116 (Figure 1); a signal comparison 
procedures 226 for determining whether predefined criteria, such as a signal threshold value 
228, has been met; and a cache 230 for temporarily storing data. 

[0038] As indicated above, the extended mixer 120 is the same as the mixer 108 in 

most respects. One of the main differences is that the mixer 108 is configured to send 
requests to and receive results from the extended mixer 120, while the extended mixer is 
configured to receive search queries from any of a plurality of mixers 1 08 and to return search 
results to those mixers 108. In most other respects, the two mixers 108, 120 are the same, 
except the mixers may have a number of different configuration parameters, or the like. 
[0039] Figure 2B is a block diagram of one of the extended balancers 124 shown in 

Figure 1 . The extended balancer 124 preferably includes: at least one data processor or 
central processing unit (CPU) 252; a memory 264; a communication interface 258 for 
communicating with the extended index servers 128 (Figure 1) and extended mixer 120 
(Figure 1); a power source 250 configured to be coupled to a source of power; and at least one 
bus 262 that interconnects these components. Each extended balancer 124 may also 
optionally include one or more user interface devices, such as a monitor 256, and a keyboard/ 
mouse 254. 

[0040] The memory 264 preferably includes high-speed random access memory and 

may include non- volatile memory, such as one or more magnetic disk storage devices. The 
memory 264 preferably stores an operating system 266, such as LINUX, UNIX or 
WINDOWS, that includes procedures for handling basic system services and for performing 
hardware dependent tasks. The memory 264 also preferably stores communication 
procedures 268 used for communicating with the extended index servers 128 (Figure 1) and 
extended mixer 120 (Figure 1). In particular, the communication procedures 268 are used for 
receiving search requests from the extended mixer 120 (Figure 1); transmitting the request to 
the extended index servers 128 (Figure 1); receiving lists of search results from the extended 
index servers 128 (Figure 1); and returning the extended search results, including a list of 
located documents, back to the mixer 108 (Figure 1) for onward transmittal to the query 
server 102, as described below in relation to Figures 3 and 4. 
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[0041] The memory 264 also preferably includes balancer procedures 270 for 

coordinating the transmission of search requests to the extended index servers 128 (Figure 1), 
receiving multiple extended search results from the multiple extended index servers 128 
(Figure 1), removing duplicate search results, and transmitting a single list of search results 
back to the mixer 108 (Figure 1). The memory 264 preferably further includes a balancer 
filter 272 that utilizes a partition index 274, as described below with reference to Figures 3A- 
3D and 4; and a cache 230 for temporarily storing data. 

[0042] In some embodiments, the extended index servers 128 of the extended 

backend 118 store an extended index that has been partitioned into many extended index 
partitions 119 and sub-partitions. For instance, in one embodiment the number of extended 
index sub-partitions is between 1000 and 10,000, which each extended index sub-partition 
containing an index of the terms found in, for example, a half million documents. In some 
embodiments, solely for purposes of the partition index 274, the extended index sub- 
partitions are sub-partitioned into a number of sub-sub-partitions. In some embodiments, the 
number of sub-sub-partitions for each extended index sub-partition is between 16 and 4096. 
[0043] The partition index 274 (for a particular extended balancer 124) is similar to a 

document index partition, except that its purpose is to indicate which sub-partitions of the 
extended index contain documents having specified terms. For each term in the partition 
index 274, the partition index 274 maps that term to a map 276. The map 276 for any 
particular term indicates the sub-partitions of the extended index which have at least one 
document containing the term. In some embodiments, the map 276 contains a bit for each 
sub-partition of the extended index partition 1 19 serviced by the extended balancer 124, with 
a first value of the bit indicating that the term is found in at least one document in the 
corresponding sub-partition of the extended index, and a second value of the bit indicating 
that the term is not found in any document in the corresponding sub-partition of the extended 
index. The balancer filter 272 and partition index 274 are used to increase the efficiency of 
the extended search of the extended backend 1 1 8 (Figure 1) by reducing the number of 
extended index servers 128 that are used to service many search queries. 
[0044] In one embodiment, the maps 276 are encoded in one of three ways, depending 

on the number of sub-partitions (or sub-sub-partitions, as explained below) that contain a 
document having the term corresponding to the map. In particular, the three encodings are a 
delta-encoded inclusion list, which is a list of items (e.g., sub-partitions or sub-sub-partitions) 
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to which the term is mapped; a delta-encoded exclusion list of items, which is a list of items 
to which the term is not mapped, thereby indicating that the item is mapped to all the other 
items; and a bit map, having one bit for each item. The map 276 for a term is encoded as an 
delta-encoded inclusion list when the number of items (e.g., sub-partitions or sub-sub- 
partitions) to which the term is mapped is less than a first predefined threshold. The map 276 
for a term is encoded as an delta-encoded exclusion list when the term is mapped to all the 
available items except a number that is less than a second predefined threshold, which may be 
the same or different from the first predefined threshold. Finally, the map 276 for a term is 
encoded as a bit map, with one bit for each item, when the number of items (e.g., sub- 
partitions or sub-sub-partitions) to which the term is mapped is more than the first predefined 
threshold and is less than the entire set of items minus the second predefined threshold. 
Furthermore, each map 276 includes a value indicating which type of encoding has been used 
to represent the set of sub-partitions or sub-sub-partitions to which the term is mapped. It is 
noted that delta-encoded lists are well known to computer scientists. The particular delta- 
encoding used in any particular implementation will be an encoding that is determined to be 
space efficient. 

[0045] In some embodiments the standard balancers 112 are similar to the extended 

balancers 124 described above, except that the standard balancers 1 12 do not have a balancer 
filter 272 and partition index 274. 

[0046] Figure 2C is a schematic diagram of a system 279 for more efficiently 

searching the extended index server. The system 279 includes a partition index 274, a 
document index 280, and documents 282. In a preferred embodiment, the partition index 274 
is contained within the extended balancer 124 (Figure 1), the extended document index 
partition 280 is contained within a set of extended index servers 128 (Figure 1), and the 
documents 282 are contained within one or more extended documents servers 126 (Figure 1). 
It should, however, be appreciated that a similar system may be employed elsewhere to more 
efficiently search a large index of documents. For example, the partition index 274 may be 
contained within the standard balancer 112 (Figure 1), the document index partition 280 may 
be contained within a set of standard index servers 116 (Figure 1), and the documents 282 
may be contained within a set of standard documents servers 1 14 (Figure 1). 
[0047] The documents 282 include multiple individual documents 286, such as web- 

pages, each containing multiple terms. The extended document index partition 280 
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preferably includes a plurality of document index sub-partitions 284, each including a subset 
of the document index partition 280. Each document index sub-partition 284 maps any 
specified term to a set of documents 286 containing that term. In other words, each document 
index sub-partition contains information associating documents with the terms in those 
documents. For example, document index sub-partition 1 may map the term "IEEE" to 
documents 1 and 3 in which the term "IEEE" is located. 

[0048] The partition index 274 in turn maps any specified term to a subset of the 

document index sub-partitions. In other words, the partition index 274 contains information 
associating the document index sub-partitions with the terms found in the documents indexed 
by those sub-partitions. Stated differently, the partition index 274 maps term(s) to document 
index sub-partition(s) 284 that in turn map the term(s) to document(s) 286 containing the 
term(s). 

[0049] From the perspective a single extended balancer 124, the associated extended 

partition 119 contains a document index, which is called an extended document index 
partition elsewhere in this document. The extended index sub-partitions discussed above are 
partitions of the document index contained and handled by the extended balancer 1 24 and its 
extended index servers 148. The partition index 274, from the perspective of a single 
extended balancer 124, maps terms to partitions of the document index serviced by the 
extended balancer. In other words, one level of the document index hierarchy is removed 
when one focuses on the operation of the extended balancer, because the document indexes 
handled by the other extended balancers are not considered. 

[0050] In use, the extended balancer 124 (Figure 1) receives a search query containing 

one or more terms. The balancer procedures 270 (Figure 2B) and the balancer filter 272 
(Figure 2B) then search the partition index 274 (Figure 2B) to identify only those document 
index sub-partitions 284 that index the documents 282 in which the term(s) can be found. 
The search query is then transmitted to only those document index sub-partitions 284 that 
index the one or more terms. The document index sub-partitions are then searched to 
generate search results containing a list of the documents 286 in which the term(s) can be 
found. Further details of the method for more efficiently searching an extended database of 
documents can be found below in relation to Figure 3C. 

[0051] Figures 3A-3D are a flow chart of a method 300 for performing an extended 

search, according to an embodiment of the invention. Initially, a user submits a search query 
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to the system 100 (Figure 1). The search query is received at a particular datacenter 104 
(Figure 1) (based on DNS data) and the search request is transmitted to one of the several 
query servers in that datacenter based on a load balancing algorithm. The query server 102 
(Figure 1) receives the search request at step 302 and transmits the search query to one of the 
mixers 108 (Figure 1) also based on a load balancing algorithm. The mixer receives the 
search query and, thereafter, transmits the search query to the cache 110 (Figure 1), at step 
304, in order to search the cache for search results. In a preferred embodiment, before 
transmitting the search request to the cache, the mixer first normalizes and hashes the search 
request. 

[0052] A hash value representing the search request is received by the cache at step 

306. The cache is then searched at step 308, and if an entry corresponding to the hash value 
is found, the results of the search are transmitted back to the mixer at step 310. It should be 
appreciated that the results may contain a list of located documents, with or without snippets, 
or an indication that no results were located in the cache. The search results are received by 
the mixer at step 312, which then determines, at step 314, whether search results were 
located. Alternatively, search results without snippets are returned to the mixer or query 
server, which in turn requests snippets from the cache. The request for snippets may occur 
once or more than once. If the requested snippets are not stored in the cache, the mixer 
requests the snippets from the standard document servers (114, Figure 1). These snippets are 
then returned to the mixer or query server. 

[0053] If no search results were located (3 14 - No), then the search request is 

transmitted to the standard index server(s) 116 (Figure 1) at step 316. In a preferred 
embodiment, the search request is actually first transmitted to multiple standard balancers 112 
(Figure 1) (one within each partition 106) that transmit the search onward to the standard 
index server(s). Each balancer 112 (Figure 1) transmits the search request to a set of standard 
index servers 116 (Figure 1). Each standard index server 1 16 (Figure 1) stores and searches 
one or more partitions of the standard index to produce a set of search results. In some 
embodiments, each balancer 112 (Figure 1) sends the search query to between ten and one 
hundred standard index servers 116 (Figure 1), and each standard index server 116 (Figure 1) 
is configured to store and search multiple (e.g., two to ten) index sub-partitions. 
[0054] The search request is received by the standard index server(s) 1 16 (Figure 1) at 

step 318. The standard index server(s) are then searched at step 320 and the results of the 
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search transmitted back to the mixer at step 322. It should be appreciated that the results may 
contain a list of located documents, or an indication that no results were located in the 
standard index server(s). The search results are received by the mixer at step 324, which then 
determines, at step 326 (Figure 3B), whether search results were located. 
[0055] If search results were not located (326 - No), then the user may be notified that 

no results were obtained (not shown). If search results were located (326 - Yes), then, based 
on the search results, a snippet request is transmitted to the standard document server(s) 114 
(Figure 1), at step 328. It should, however, be appreciated that the search results may be 
transmitted to the query server, which in turn requests the snippets. In a preferred 
embodiment, the request for snippets contains a request for a snippet of text surrounding the 
searched term in each document located in the search results. In some embodiments, when 
the number of documents identified by the search results is below a threshold value snippets 
are generated for only a subset of the documents (e.g., the N highest ranked documents, where 
N is typically a number between ten and thirty) located in the search results. The request for 
snippets is received by the standard document servers 114 (Figure 1) at step 330, which 
generate the requested snippets at step 332 from documents identified in the search results. 
The standard document servers transmit the snippets back to the mixer 108 (Figure 1) at step 
334. The snippets are received by the mixer at step 336. The mixer then transmits the search 
results and snippets to the cache, at step 338. The cache saves the search results and snippets 
in memory at step 340. 

[0056] Either after search results are located in the cache (3 14 - Yes), or once a reply 

is received from the standard index server(s) at step 324 (Figure 3A), the signal comparison 
procedures 226 (Figure 2 A) in the mixer 108 (Figure 1) determine whether a signal has met 
the predetermined signal threshold value 228 (Figure 2 A) at step 342. The signal is based on 
the reply received from searching the cache, or the reply received from searching the standard 
index server(s). For example, the signal may indicate that less than ten search results were 
obtained when searching the cache or standard index server(s). If ten results is the signal 
threshold value 228 (Figure 1), and the number of search results for a particular search query 
is less than ten, then the signal comparison procedures 226 (Figure 2A) will determine that 
the signal threshold value has not been met (342 - No) and will then perform an extended 
search. 

[0057] The number of search results from the standard index may be obtained in a 
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number of ways. For example, the standard index server or some portion thereof may return 
search results, inherently representing the number of results; the number of results may be 
obtained on-the-fly, i.e., while the search of the standard index servers is being performed, the 
system keeps track of how frequently it is obtaining results and extrapolates this to obtain a 
search results number; any other estimation technique; or the like. For example, an estimate 
maybe generated using a sample index that is significantly smaller than the full index (e.g., 
less than ten percent of the size of the full index, and in some embodiments less than two 
percent of the size of the full index). 

[0058] Other suitable signals, besides receiving too few results, include: determining 

whether the amortized cost of performing the extended search is small, i.e., performing a cost 
to quality of search results comparison; determining if the user is not satisfied with the 
standard results returned from searching the standard index server(s), for example where a 
user selects a "next set of results" button repetitively; where the query scores of the results are 
low {i.e., fall below a threshold value, on average); if the load on the extended index servers 
is low; if for a given query the cost is low (different queries have different costs) or any 
combination of these signals. 

[0059] If it is determined that the signal threshold value has been met (342 - Yes), 

then the search results (or a portion of the search results when the number of search results 
exceeds a limit value) stored in the cache 110 (Figure 1) are transmitted to the query server 
102 (Figure 1) from the mixer 108 (Figure 1), at step 344. These results, preferably 
containing a list of located documents and snippets, are received by the query server, which 
then forwards the search results to the user that submitted the search query at step 346. 
[0060] If, however, the signal threshold value has not been met (342 - No), then the 

search request is transmitted to the extended mixer 120 (Figure 1) at step 348. The extended 
mixer receives the search request and transmits it to the extended cache 1 22 (Figure 1 ) at step 
350. The extended cache receives the search request, at step 352, and is then searched at step 
354 and the results of the search transmitted back to the extended mixer at step 356. It should 
be appreciated that the results may contain a list of located documents, with or without 
snippets, or an indication that no results were located in the cache. The search results are 
received by the extended mixer at step 358, which then determines, at step 360, whether 
extended search results were located. Alternatively, search results without snippets are 
returned to the mixer or query server, which in turn requests snippets from the cache. The 
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request for snippets may occur once or more than once. These snippets are then returned to 
the mixer or query server. 

[0061] If extended search results were located (360 - Yes), then the extended search 

results, preferably together with the associated snippets, are transmitted to the mixer 108 
(Figure 1) from the extended mixer 120 (Figure 1) at step 362. The mixer receives the 
extended search results (and snippets), at step 364, and aggregates the extended search results 
from searching the extended cache 122 (Figure 1) with the standard search results obtained 
from searching the cache 110 (Figure 1) or standard index server 116 (Figure 1) into 
aggregated search results, at step 366. However, it should be appreciated that there may not 
be any standard search results (if the standard search finds no documents that satisfy the 
search query), in which case the aggregation performed at step 366 will only include the 
extended search results. These aggregated search results are then transmitted to the query 
server 102 (Figure 1) at step 368. The query server receives the aggregated search results and 
transmits them on to the computer, device or user from which the search query was received 
at step 370. It should, however, be appreciated that the search results may be transmitted 
back to the query server, which in turn requests the snippets. 

[0062] If no extended search results were located in the extended cache (360 - No), 

then the search request is transmitted to the extended index servers 128 (Figure 1) at step 372. 
In a preferred embodiment, the search request is actually first transmitted to multiple 
extended balancers 124 (Figure 1) that transmit the search onward to the extended index 
servers 128. However, as will be described below, a filtering operation is performed in some 
embodiments, which may reduce the number of extended index servers to which the search 
query is sent. 

[0063] The search request is received by the extended index servers 128 (Figure 1) at 

step 376. The extended index servers are then searched at step 378 and the results of the 
search transmitted back to the extended mixer at step 380. It should be appreciated that the 
results may contain a list of located documents, or an indication that no results were located 
in the extended index server(s). 

[0064] In a preferred embodiment, the search 378 is preferably performed as follows. 

The balancer procedures 270 (Figure 2B) in the extended balancer 124 (Figure 1) using the 
balancer filter 272 (Figure 2B) performs a lookup operation for each term in the received 
search query to locate corresponding information in the partition index 274 (Figure 2B). The 
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balancer filter 272 uses the information in the partition index 274 to produces a sub-partition 
map for each of the terms in the search query. At step 375, a map of the extended document 
index sub-partitions is produced for each term of the search query. When the map is encoded 
as a bit map, the map contains a bit for each sub-partition of the extended index partition 
serviced by the extended balancer, with a first value of the bit indicating that the term is 
found in at least one document in the corresponding sub-partition of the extended index, and 
a second value of the bit indicating that the term is not found in any document in the 
corresponding sub-partition of the extended index. In other embodiments, the map may be 
represented as a list of sub-partitions to which a term is mapped. The map for a term can 
conservatively include document index sub-partitions that do not actually have the term if 
need be. 

[0065] These maps are then combined into a combined map using Boolean logic, at 

step 377, such as by ANDing the various maps together for each term. More specifically, the 
maps are logically combined in accordance with the Boolean logic of the search query. Thus, 
if the search query contains Boolean AND, OR, and NOT operators, or any subset thereof, the 
corresponding Boolean operations are performed on the maps corresponding to the terms in 
the search query. The combined map indicates which document index sub-partitions may 
index one or more documents that satisfy the search query, and which document index sub- 
partitions do not index any documents that satisfy the search query. 
[0066] The search query is then sent to only those extended document index sub- 

partitions indicated by the combined map as potentially indexing documents that satisfy the 
search query. In some embodiments, each of the extended index servers 128 coupled to an 
extended balancer corresponds to a distinct subset of the combined map produced by the 
balancer filter. If the subset for a particular extended index server is not empty (i.e., indicates 
that at least one sub-partition), the search query is sent to that extended index server. In some 
embodiments, the extended index server then searches (at step 379) all the sub-partitions 
serviced by that extended search indexer for the terms in the search query. In other 
embodiments, the portion of the combined map corresponding to the extended index server is 
sent to that extended index server along with the search query, and the extended index server 
only searches those sub-partitions indicated by the combined map as potentially indexing 
documents that satisfy the search query. 

[0067] This filtering of the extended search to only those sub-partitions containing the 
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searched terms significantly reduces, on average, the number of extended document index 
sub-partitions called upon to participate in each extended search. As an indirect result, the 
number of search requests received by each extended index server is significantly reduced, 
which improves the efficiency with which extended searches are performed and reduces the 
average latency of those extended searches. 

[0068] When the maps produced by the partition index are based on sub-sub- 

partitions of an extended document index partition, instead of sub-partitions, the filtering 
performed by the extended balancer is significantly improved because fewer documents are 
included in the sub-sub-partitions. For example, consider a system in which each extended 
document index sub-partition indexes the terms in approximately a half million documents, 
and the extended document index sub-partitions are each partitioned into 128 sub-sub- 
partitions (thereby increasing the size of the maps in the partition index by a factor of 128, 
unless a space saving encoding methodology is used). Each sub-sub-partition will therefore 
index about 4,000 documents. When a search query includes at least one term that is found in 
a small number (e.g., less than 100) of documents within the extended document index, the 
odds that the combined map produced by the extended balancer filter will have "false 
positives" (falsely indicating that a particular sub-partition or sub-sub-partition may contain at 
least one document satisfying the search query) is much lower when the extended balancer 
filter is based on extended index sub-sub-partitions than when it is based on extended index 
sub-partitions. 

[0069] When the maps produced by the partition index are based on sub-sub- 

partitions of an extended document index partition, instead of sub-partitions, the balancer 
may provide to the extended index servers either a binary result (yes/no) for each sub- 
partition, or a detailed result map for each sub-partition, indicating which sub-sub-partitions 
potentially include documents that satisfy the search query and which do not. In some 
embodiments, the extended index servers are configured to use the detailed result map so as 
to search (at step 379) only in the portions of each sub-partition index that correspond to the 
bits or items in the detailed result map that indicate sub-sub-partitions that potentially include 
documents that satisfy the search query. In other embodiments, the extended indexer servers 
are configured to use only a binary result for each sub-partition when determining which 
portions of the partition index to search. 

[0070] The search results are received by the extended mixer at step 374, which then 
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determines, at step 382 (Figure 3D), whether search results were located. If extended search 
results were located (382 - Yes), then, based on the extended search results, a snippet request 
is transmitted to the extended document server(s) 126 (Figure 1), at step 384. In a preferred 
embodiment, the request for snippets contains a request for a snippet of text surrounding the 
searched term in each document located in the extended search results. The request for 
snippets is received by the extended document servers at step 386, which generate the 
requested snippets at step 388 from documents identified in the extended search results, and 
transmits the snippets back to the extended mixer 120 (Figure 1) at step 390. The snippets 
are received by the extended mixer at step 392. The extended mixer then transmits the 
extended search results and snippets to both the extended cache and the mixer at step 394. 
The extended cache 122 receives the extended search results and snippets and saves them in 
memory (which may include high speed memory as well as disk storage) at step 395. If no 
extended search results are located (382), the extended mixer returns that information to the 
standard mixer (396, 397). 

[0071] The mixer receives the extended search results (and snippets), if any, at step 

396, and aggregates the extended search results from searching the extended index server 128 
(Figure 1) with the standard search results obtained from searching the cache 1 10 (Figure 1) 
or standard index server 1 16 (Figure 1) into aggregated search results, at step 397. However, 
it should be appreciate that there may not be any standard search results, in which case the 
aggregation performed at step 397 will only include the extended search results. If there are 
no extended search results, only the standard search results (if any) are included in the 
aggregated search results. These aggregated search results are then transmitted to the query 
server 102 (Figure 1) at step 398. The query server receives the aggregated search results and 
transmits them toward the user at step 399. 

[0072] Figure 4 is a flow chart of an alternative method 400 for performing an 

extended search. Figure 4 continues from Figure 3C Steps 382 to 395 are the same as those 
described above in relation to Figure 3C. However, at the same time as or after transmitting a 
request for snippets to the extended document servers at step 384, the extended mixer 
determines how many documents were located in the extended search results at step 452. 
This extended results number is then sent to the mixer at step 454. It should be noted that the 
mixer has already received with any standard search results obtained (and the standard 
snippets). The mixer receives the extended results number and transmits this information 
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along with the standard search results (and standard snippets) to the query server at step 462. 
Similarly, the query server receives the extended results number and the standard search 
results (and standard snippets) and transmits (at step 464) these towards the computer, device, 
or user who submitted the search query to the search engine. Ultimately, the standard search 
results and snippets are presented to the user together with a link stating that the number of 
extended results can be viewed by selecting the link. For example, a link stating "click here 
to view 20 more results" may be presented to the user. Alternatively, a link to an extended 
search may also be provided without providing the number of extended search results, or 
before the extended search results have been obtained. If the user selects the link, the search 
is repeated from step 302 (Figure 3A), although now the extended search results will be 
presented to the user as they have been stored in the extended cache at step 395. In this way, 
if a search query locates unsatisfactory results by searching standard index server(s), then 
extended index server(s) are automatically searched, thereby providing the user with as many 
useful results as possible from not only the usual or common documents, but also from the 
more uncommon or obscure documents as well. 

[0073] The foregoing descriptions of specific embodiments of the present invention 

are presented for purposes of illustration and description. For example, any methods 
described herein are merely examples intended to illustrate one way of performing the 
invention. Furthermore, the order of steps in the method is not necessarily intended to occur 
in the sequence laid out. Also, the components of the system 100 (Figure 1) are merely 
examples intended to illustrate one system of the invention. The described methods or 
components are not intended to be exhaustive or to limit the invention to the precise forms 
disclosed. Obviously many modifications and variations are possible in view of the above 
teachings. For example, all, or a subset of all, search results from both the standard search 
index and the extended search index can be stored in the cache 110 (Figure 1). Also, the 
components of the system may be arranged in a different manner to that shown and described. 
[0074] Furthermore, if feasible, any single component described herein may be 

replaced with more than one of the same component, or multiple components may be 
incorporated into a single component. The embodiments were chosen and described in order 
to best explain the principles of the invention and its practical applications, to thereby enable 
others skilled in the art to best utilize the invention and various embodiments with various 
modifications as are suited to the particular use contemplated. 
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[0075] Still further, although balancing using the balancer filter 272 (Figure 2B) and 

partition index 274 (Figure 2B) are described with reference to the extended balancer 124 
(Figure 1) in the description of Figure 2B and Figure 3C, it should be appreciated that that 
such balancing may also occur at any other balancer, such as the standard balancer(s) 112 
(Figure 1). For example, the standard balancer(s) 1 12 (Figure 1) may also include a balancer 
filter and partition index for directing a search query to only those standard index servers that 
potentially index documents satisfying the search query. Also, balancers may preferably be 
coupled between the mixer 108 (Figure 1) and the standard document servers 1 14 (Figure 1), 
as well as between the extended mixer 120 (Figure 1) and the extended document servers 126 
(Figure 1). Furthermore, the extended index server(s) may form part of the standard index 
server(s), but will not be searched if a signal is not provided. 

[0076] Further, although the above described system and method is primarily 

described for searching the Internet, it may apply equally as well to searching any other 
collection of documents, such as books, catalogues, news, etc. In addition, it should be 
appreciated that the size of the standard index and the extended index may be the same, or 
they may differ. For example, the extended index may be significantly larger. Also, there 
may be multiple standard backends per datacenter. It is intended that the scope of the 
invention be defined by the following claims and their equivalents. 
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